Abstract. Shiny cowbirds, Molothrus bonariensis, parasitized a high frequency (average 48%) of nests in five colonies of chestnut-capped blackbirds, Agelaius ruficapillus, in Argentina. Two distinct egg morphs occurred, spotted and immaculate white eggs, as well as a few very lightly spotted intermediate eggs. The clear differences between morphs, combined with considerable variation in spotting pattern between spotted morph eggs, made it possible to visually match eggs into groups that were probably laid by single females. Eggs attributed to a single female were more similar in size and shape than eggs attributed to different females. Using egg dimensions and colour patterns to infer spatial patterns of laying by individual females indicated that: (1) individual brood parasites often laid several eggs in the same colony, (2) females also laid eggs in more than one colony, and (3) several females laid eggs in each colony, and often in the same host nests, ruling out the notion that parasites defend exclusive territories with respect to host nests. Multiple cowbird eggs per host nest invariably resulted from several females laying in the same host nest: egg morphs and visual comparisons of spotting patterns at 14 nests indicated that individual females never laid more than a single egg in the same host nest. Experimental parasitism of nests with spotted and white morph eggs, combined with observations of naturally parasitized nests, demonstrated that chestnut-capped blackbirds accept all morphs of cowbird eggs. Since other important host species reject white eggs, however, the adaptive maintenance of the white morph is difficult to explain.
Obligate brood parasites are completely dependent on other species to raise their offspring. This form of parasitism occurs in 80 species of birds and spans a number of taxonomic groups, including waterfowl, honeyguides, cuckoos, weaver finches and cowbirds (Hamilton & Orians 1965; Lack 1968; Payne 1977; Lyon & Eadie 1991) . The close and hostile relationship between obligate parasites and their hosts has made brood parasitism a model system for studying coevolution, particularly in cowbirds and cuckoos (Mason & Rothstein 1986; Brooke & Davies 1989; Rothstein 1990) . Owing to the logistical ease of nest-centred studies, however, coupled with the difficulties of monitoring the laying histories and behaviours of individual parasitic females, much more is known about the effect of parasitism on hosts, and the defences hosts adopt to mitigate these costs, than about the tactics and behaviours of parasites (but see Chance 1940; Davies & Brooke 1988) . For example, with respect to spatial patterns of egg laying by individual parasites, it is unclear whether parasitic females defend territories containing host nests. Moreover, the scant information that does exist yields contradictory conclusions (e.g. Dufty 1982; Fleischer 1985) . Multiple parasitism, whereby host nests receive several parasitic eggs, is also common in some parasitic species (Friedmann 1929; Payne 1977; Mason 1986b ), but in most cases it is unknown whether this reflects single females laying several eggs in the same host nest or multiple females each laying a single egg (but see McGeen & McGeen 1968; Fleischer 1985) .
In this study, I examined spatial patterns of egg laying and the basis of multiple parasitism in shiny cowbirds, Molothrus bonariensis, parasitizing colonies of chestnut-capped blackbirds, Agelaius ruficapillus, in Argentina. Shiny cowbirds are extreme host generalists, with records of
